New Mexico Quarterly
Volume 24 | Issue 4

Article 5

1954

The Walk
Calvert Casey

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq
Recommended Citation
Casey, Calvert. "The Walk." New Mexico Quarterly 24, 4 (1954). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol24/iss4/5

This Contents is brought to you for free and open access by the University of New Mexico Press at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in New Mexico Quarterly by an authorized editor of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact disc@unm.edu.

Casey: The Walk

Calvert Casey

THE WALK

C

of the month," Ciro's mother Sfiid,
"we will go to Anastasio's and you will try on a pair of
long trousers." She remained silent for a few seconds,
fumbling nervo)lsly for the big sorip ladle which lay conspicuously within her reach, on the table-cloth. Having found it, she
dipped it into the fuming potaje, bringing up the boiled slices of
green banana and yucca, and ~en dipping them again, deliberatelyand to no visible purpose;~
As on previous occasions whFn the visit to Anastas\o had been
mentioned, Ciro grew restless ~nd mumbled impatiently:
"Yes, yes, Mother, you've sai~ it before."
She gave a" sharp short laughiand added: "You are growing up
-you are not a boy any longer. Now, it's decided-come the first
of the month, we'll go to Anastasio, and he'll fix a nice pair of
blue trousers for you to wear:t
Thus released, she ladled but the first course of the family
meal, a copious affair which not even the sultry Cuban summer
- could discourage.
..
After this latest announcemeilt,Ciro tried as" hard as he could
not to look at Zen6n, his bachelor ~1tcle who was sitting in his
place at the opposite comer of the table, since every time men·
tion was made of the long trousers Zen6n would. cast little confidential glances in his direction. The boy finally gave up, however, and met the other's winking eye. Ciro's uncle hooked his
napkin into his collar and started to ~~t very slowly, gazing down
at his plate in a contented trance"only iooking up to wink at Ciro
from time to time.
Ciro's maiden aunts, two stout pleasant women, were smiling.
"He will look very handsome in his new trousers, no doubt," said
Felipa, the younger one. She giggled, looking at Ciro with a
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roguish expression, opened her eyes very wide, and burst at last
into open laughter.
'
HFelipa, Felipa, calm down;" entreated her sister, ~elf giggling. Ciro's young sister was watching them, deep in the semi",
stupor of her second teething. .
It all worked up slowly but surely, through all those weeks,
seemingly endless for Ciro, like a huge balloon inflated with a
slow-motion pump. As he went about his daily errands, or left
for school in the early morning, or walked into the house after a
day out in Altagracia, the playing grounds near his home, Ciro
became aware that the center of interest had been shifted from
his eldest cousin's latest pregnancy, and was now focussed sharply
on him. The sudden unmentioned concern had left him in a spotlight, at whose center he stood, assailed by his aunts' giggles and
his mother's sudden tenderness. There was an air of placid conspiraty in the family, a tacit understanding, a fat contentment, an
ineffable mirth universally shared. It transgressed the limits of
the h01;lsehold, trickled down the inner court to the neighbors,
flowed past the iron grates of the balconies overlooking the street
and poured finally into the entire neighborhood.
As the end of the month approached and the day of the visit to
Anastasio grew nearer, a complacent smile had turned up on the
faces of all of Ciro's uncles, and even on the faces of their wives
and in-laws. He sensed his cousins eyeing him now in admiration.
Too, Ciro suddenly Perceived that his Uncle Zen6n's stature
in the family had grown out of proportion. From a half-accepted
and colorless bachelor in a large family of solemn patriarchs, he
had beGome overnight an important figure considered with intimate affection by everyone. ~is sisters-in-law had suddenly
taken to Zen6n, with the very unanimity which had formerly
marked their 'tolerance of his manner when they had first been
admitted into the clan. On Sunday evenings now, as they ·mounted the stairs into the stifling front parlor, they greeted him amidst
much fanning, wiping the cold sweat that trickled down between
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their breasts: "It's really Zen6n! And how nice of him to spend
the evening at home. The wise man of the family-wouldn't give
up celibacy for anything." He was offered cigars by his brothers,
who no longer found grounds for picking on him, and Felipa
often looked his way intently, ,scowling with an affection never
witnessed previously.
On a Saturday afternoon, as Ciro and his mother, back from
Anastasio's, turned the familiar corner into the street where they
lived and began mounting the slope to the house, he saw his two
aunts leaning against the rail of the mezzanine balcony, their
elbows propped on two ,pink brocade cushions. His mother
looked up smiling~
"What happened?" the younger aunt asked.
"Everything is ~n order," Ciro's mother said, standing under
the balcony, "Anastasio himself will deliver the trousers tomorrow morning."
"What color?" the other asked again.
"Blue, dark blue," Ciro's mother replied.
An expression of uncontrollable curiosity appeared on the face
of Mrs. Figueras, their neighbor. She and Mr. Figueras were
standing on their balcony, across the street, and evidently had
been unable to grasp what had been said. e.
"Dark blue," Ciro's aunt hastened to brief them, "Anastasio
r
himself will deliver the trouserjs in the morning."
"Is that, so?" Mrs. Figueras' offered, undoubtedly pleased at
Anastasio's diligence.
Nothing else was said about the subject and the evening meal
was eaten without any allusion to Ciro's attire, a deep unhurried
satisfactiott having settled over the family. Only once Ciro caught
his mother looking at him, gazing down and then suddenly up at
him again.
,
On Sunday afternoon-Anastasio having lived up to his word
and repute-Ciro stepped briskly into his brand-new pants,·
which covered his ankles, deserting forever the loose-fitting
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trousers whichJ1is mother used to tie just be,low the knee. He
washed his hands, combed his hair, and went out onto the spacious roof, where he was to meet his uncle after siesta.
The air was dry; the square red tiles embedded on the rooffloor calcinated slowly under the sun. A maze of flat roofs, occasionally broken by a lonely wash line waving in the distance, and
separated by low thick walls, spread out of sight. Ciro sat on a low
stool under the thin shade of a wooden trelliswork, waiting for
Zen6n. He appeared at five, wearing his Sunday finery: white .
and black shoes, striped shirt and tie, white linen suit stiffly
starched, and white stiff hat. A blue sapphire was shining on the
small finger of his right hand.
"Ready?" he asked, touching Ciro on the ann. Ciro smiled
faintly, caught in the waves of cologne coming from under his
uncle's hat and spreading in the hot afternoon.
"Don't be late for supper," Ciro's mother said without looking
up at them from her corner of the main balcony.·
. "We won't, Mother," Ciro answered. His legs were a little
shaky as they went down the stairs and into the street. He rubbed
his hands against his thighs trying to dry the sweat off the palms,
and felt his unc1e's.hand resting on his shoulder almost tenderly.
The afternoon breeze began to come in soft waves as they
walked down the half-deserted streets lined by white",ashed
walls, and hushed in the Sunday air. Anonymous women emerged
here and there from their doors on a mid-afternoon rec;:onnaissance, staring fixedly at them until Ciro felt uncomfbrtable.
They crossed a big dusty square where a few trees stood dejectedly, walked along a narrow promenade, and slowly ent.ered the
old section of town. The sidewalk wa,s very narrow here and they
took to the road.
·
Ciro was seeing the quartier for the first time. The streets were
no longer asleep in Sunday slumber. People walked, talked, and
\
laughed aloud. On certain comers, large groups of young boys in
shirt sleeves congregated and talked. They called each other by
their first names, often making obscene gestures as they chat-
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teredo Groups of young girls strolled along, arms around one
another's waists, deliberately ignoring the loud exchanges. The
small coffee-shops were full of men and women seated around
tiny ;marble tables drinking coffee with milk and eating buttered
bread. White electric bulbs glared furiously from the ceilings.
Some of the customers had taken their chairs out to the sidewalks,
from where they shouted their orders to the waiters inside.
Everyone seemed to know Ciro's uncle, and Ciro could hardly
recognize him now. A mysterious change had overtaken him
when they crossed the promenade. This was a new Zenon, and
Ciro tried to think of the restrained man who sat daily at the
family table abiding in silence the inane little jokes everybody
made at his expense. He had expanded; he stopped here and
there, shook hands with many people, laughed boisterously.
They stepped into one of the coffee-shops and joined several
people at a table. These were older people, well-fed and pleasantly garrulous, and Ciro was surprised at the ease with which his
uncle fitted instantly into the mellow comradeship that linked
them together. The uncle gave a short account 'Of his health, and
then almost immediately Ciro beeame,to his embarrassment, the
subject of conversation. They patted him on the shoulder, took
delight in his physique, felt his biceps and praised his good looks.
His masculinity was the subject of firm, slowly delivered state-ments. The people sitting at the next table looked at Ciro appreciatively, and with some vague affection.
"Is he really your nephew?" one of the women at the table
asked.
"Oh yes," Ciro's uncle protested, "but lean assure you: he is
almost like a son to me,"
"The boy looks exactly like you," the woman insisted, "what
are you trying to tell us?"
"We know you, Zen6n." An old man sitting next to Ciro was
talking now. "You are too modest. Look at the boy's face. The
very face of Zen6n when I first met him," The woman had left
her chair as the old man spoke, and taking Ciro by the chin she
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proclaimed the resemblance again, this time in an energetic
voice.
"I bet he won't be as wicked as his father," she added. Everybody laughed at this. Ciro looked at his uncle, who seemed
delighted.
"You are wrong," another woman in the group said. This one
was fat and dark. "With his looks, the little one will very soon be
well ahead of Zen6n:' The laughter was general now and attention was centered on their table.
"Don't be sad, Zen6n," the woman went on, raising her voice.
"Such is life. I bet he'll live up to your name, though:' She
winked one eye as she turned around to watch the effect of these
words upon her audience. There was a roar of agreement. Zen6n
was clearly delighted. Smiling, he rose and shook hands with
everyone. Then, amid shouts of good wishes, he and CirQ left.
They walked for a few minutes along the noisy thoroughfare,
and then turned into a quiet little street lined with small onestorey houses. The iron grates had apparently been removed
from the windows of these flats, but the tall shutferdoors and
built-in blinds had been kept, obviously to keep the places cool
and guard them to some extent against intruders. A great deal of
activity seemed to take place behind each pair of blinds.
They stopped before one of the houses, decorated with a rim
of blue tiles; eiro's uncle rapped on the blind and they were
let in.
.
It was cool and dark inside: After a while, Ciro could make out
a large room, poorly furnished, with a few heavy rocking chairs '
placed around a table. A gramophone was playing in one corner
of the room. Two round vases of painted earthenware, filled with
dusty wax flowe1'S, stood on the table. A large framed lithograph
of the Sacred Heart hung from the wall, and a leaf of holy palm
had been nailed to the wooden frame.
Ciro saw three girls in the room. Two stood behind the slatted
doors, peering through the blinds, and the other, a blond thin
girl, was doing her hair with the help of a Negro boy who sat on
~
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the ann of her chair. The girls wore slacks, with small linen or
cotton blouses covering their chests.
There was a huge ice-box in a smaU alcove nex~ to the room,
and a little old woman busied herself arranging bottles of beer
in its compartments. The visitors were lVeeted warmly by -the
Negro boy and the young girls, who nevertheless remained seated
and went calmly about their own business.
Ciro's uncle walked over to the old woman by the ice-box.
"Is she in?" he asked.
"She's in her room, I think; I'll call her. Shall I pour beer
for you?"
She poured from a bottle and then looked at Ciro, without a
word.
"No, thanks," he said, but at a gesture from Zenon she poul\ed
some in another glass and handed it to him.
A tall pretty woman arrived presently, having entered the
room from a small court lined with painted buckets and pails
seemingly intended for growing plants. She was big-boned, and
walked with a pitching movement on a pair of tiny slippers,
waving her arms to help herself forward. She had beautiful black
hair, which she tied at the back of her head in a very tight
chignon, and she was wearing a dressing gown. The black mass
of hair pulling from her eyelids seemed on the point of snapping
from her forehead.
"It is you, Zenon," she said smiling. "Ah, the son of a devil. He
has forgotten us'"
"How could you say such a thing?" protested Zenon. They.
embraced affectionately, patting each other's back with noisy
slaps.
"Have you had a drink?" she asked, and then turning to the
old woman, "Vieja, are you keeping Zenon cool?"
"Do not worry, we are fine/' Zenon assured her.
"Did you see my new acquisition? It wasn't here when you last
came around," pointing to the· big ice-box, its nickel moldings
shining in the half-light of the room.
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The gramophone .was blarin very loud now. "Dago," the
woman shouted to the Negro
, "shut that thing. It's driving
me mad."
The boy got up from the
of the chair and walked to the
machine. He was muscular nd big and there was something
cOfIlical in the way he wiggled his hips and in the thin stream of
voice coming from the huge dark frame. He had been looking at
Ciro all the time, grinning occasionally.
"And who is the young fellow?" the tall woman asked now,
noticing Ciro for the first time.
"My nephew," Ciro's uncle announced.
"The one you used to tell me about? But he's big, a real big
man now. He favors you, Zen6n. Vieja," she addressed the old
woman again, "pour some more for this one here." She moved
and spoke calmly, peering deliberately into Ciro's face with
all-surveying eyes which often gave off a faint scintillation of
amusement. She carried a hand-bag under one arm, which gave
the impression, puzzling enough when it came to the rest of her
attire, that she was about to leave. She shifted the bag and took a
lit cigarette the old woman handed her.
"It's been a hellish day," she said.
"Yes, it's been warm and oppressive all d~y long," confirmed
Zen6n.
"On such a day one should remain under cold water."
"You are right," zen6~ed' "one should." .
She pondered a while and ~n walked to the gramophone and
played the same record a in, very loud. The heat seemed
unbearable in the room now. Ciro sat on one of the chairs, near
the rustic bar built by the ice-box. The. blond thin girl whom he
had seen doing her hair when they arrived walked over to him
after a white.
"Let's dance," she said. Ciro got up, took her by the waist, and
started to dance with short clumsy steps. Nobody paid any attention to them and that made Ciro happier than he had been for
quite some time.
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"Your hands are damp," she said.
/
"Yes, they are," Ciro agreed.
They walked to the machine wheri the music ~topped, and
from the comer of his eye Ciro saw the other boy starting after
them.
"Let me do it," the boy said, kneeling in front of the gramophone and fumbling with the tiny disks.
"Layoff, Dagol" the tall woman shoutedI from her place, turning her head, "lay offl" The boy left them, giggling, though
visibly annoyed. He lifted his arms above hisfhead as he walked
away and broke unexpectedly into loud laughter.;
"Dago is a little crazy," the girl explained as they danced again.
Ciro said nothing. They danced for a while and then stopped to
drink the beer the old woman poured. Ciro could hear his uncle
and the tall woman chatting in a low voice.
She turned to consider them now from her chair. "Show him
the place," she called to the girl, without addressing her by any
name. "Take him around the 'house."
The girl grabbed Ciro's hand. "Let's go out back," she said.
They left the room and crossed the tiny court with the painted
buckets. Four small rooms overlooked u\e yard. There was a
charcoal stove built into the rear wall, and protected with a zinc
cover. Dago and one of the girls whom Ciro had seen standing
behind the blinds were talking, sitting on the steps to one of the
rOQms~

They walked to the end of the little yard. "This is my room,"
the girl said. "It's cooler inside than out here." They went in
and she closed the door behind her. A low wooden partition
separated her room from the others, and they could hear Dago
and the girl chat on the other side. "Sit down," the girl said.
Ciro looked around. There :was a single chair with a porcelain
basin and a jar sitting on it. Two or three slices of soap were on
the floor around the chair. There was also a large iron bed with
long posts rising almost to the ceiling; these were connected by
rods, and a mosquito-net was strung across the top of the square
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frame. A cruc;fix hung from the wall over a~npainted nighttable, and two small religious lithographs had been pasted to the
wall on both sides of the crucifix. A small bouquet of re~ and
yellow roses stood in a glass filled with water. A few dresses Dung
from a string nailed to the wall, opposite the bed.
, Ciro sat down on the edge of the bed. The girl started to
rearrange the flowers, emptied the glass in the basin and refilled
it from the jar.
"I must keep them contented," she said, carefully placing the
glass on the table again. "My 'saints, I mean. They are very good
to ine."
"Yes:' Ciro agreed.
"Are you religious?" She t,ook his hand now. "You must be."
Ciro smiled again and said nothing.
"Your hands' are still cold," she said.
"It's warm here, though:' Ciro said.
"Yes, but it will be cooler in a few minutes. It's getting dark
now."
"Yes, it's getting dark," tiro agreed again.
She took a little handker\:hief from one of the pockets in her
slacks and began wiping the small crucifix and the lithpgraphs on
the wall.
I was very sick last year, in this very room. And I prayed for
a long time that they would save my life, and they did. I keep
fresh flowers here, ever since. Do you go to mass?"
Ciro looked at her and gave no reply.
"Do you?" she insisted.
"On Sundays," he said.
,
"You do better than I. I rarely go, but I pray here:'
Dago and the other girl were havi~g a violent argument now,
on the-other side of the partition. Ciro could hear the torrent of
words, uttered in the boy's high-pitched voice. "Dago is jealous,"
the girl said. She was sitting on the bed now...He acts like that
whenever he gets jealous."
"Like my new dress?" She pointed to a hook on the wall. Ciro
II
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looked up, lifting his eyes for the first time since they had started
to talk.
"This one," she said, rising from the bed and taking down a
green frock which looked too small for her. She was thin and
fairly well built. except for an ugly brown. bum on her left arm.
which she didn't try to conceal.
"Like it? I love a new dress. Here. smell the material. Doesn't
it smell good and clean? It makes you feel good."
"Yes. it is true," Ciro said. "it makes you feel good."
"I used to have an evening dress. That was some time ago.
though. I had a picture taken. Here."
She opened the night-table drawer and took out a leather
wallet from a batch of odd papers, curling tongs. and worn out
puffs. She looked through the wallet and finally took out a small
photograph. She was wearing a long gown in the picture and
looked prettier and much younger. The ugly bum was showiQg
on her arm. Ciro looked at her again. realizing that she was not
very young any longer!
"It was taken at a big party, in Traganza."
"I know the place." Ciro said.
"There is a small pond and a stand where people dance. and
they sell drinks near the stand."
"I know." Ciro was delighted at the girl's description of the
familiar places he had inspected with morbid curiosity from the
road.
"How come? I bet your mother doesn't know that:' She was
laughing now.
"I've seen it from the road. when we go diving to Duenas."
"It's nice in Traganza."
"Yes," Ciro saio, "but it is cooler in Duenas."
"Oh no, it couldn't be nicer than it is in Traganza.'· .
"No." eiro insiste~ again. "it is much nice~ in Duenas. You
may rest assured."
"You win." She was amused.
"That day in Traganza." she went on, "a friend of mine
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announced that I could sing, and they made me climb up on the
stand."
Oit:o had a sensation of extreme well-being now. The beer had
delivered him into a soft· mellowness, from which he had no
desire to ~merge. Dago had quieted down, though Ciro could still
hear him walking past the door, presumably on little errands
from the zinc cover to the room in front. A rooster crowed now
and then in a nearby yard. Through an opening at the top of the
door Ciro could see a piece of sky.
The girl was lying near him, on her back. Propped on one
elbow CirQ watched her.
"Sing," Ciro said.
She began to sing in' a low, voice, looking up at the woodpanelled ceiling. Her hands crossed behind her head she sang
absently, or rather hummed to herself. Ciro wondered once
whether she was aware of his presence at all. She went on singing
for' ~ long while, and then stopped. She untied her hair slowly
and wove it back into a single loose braid on her shoulder.
-<'
It was getting dark in the room. Ciro thought of his uncle, but
didn't make any movement. Finally the gi~l rose to her feet. "It's
late now/' she said. "Your uncle must be getting impatient out
there."
"Yes, I must go," he said.
She got up, took a hairpin from the night-table drawer, pried
it open with the aid of her front teeth and plunged it into her
braid. The hair was smooth and very blond on the nape of her
neck. She walked unhurriedly to the door and opened it. They
went out into'the little yard ;.gain, and retraced their steps back
to the room in front. The doors to the other rooms were now
shut. She put her arm around Ciro's waist and they walked very
slowly as they. came through the narrow hallway.
There wa&only one girl in"the front room; she was peering into
the street. The old woman stood by her ice-box. Zen6n and the
tall pretty woman were still chatting in a subdued voice, but they
got up from their chairs when they saw Ciro.
~
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"We must get ready to go now," Zen6n said, "it's. late." He
walked to the old woman and handed her a few coins. She tipped
her head to one side and then to the other, as though a little
abashed. "Buy yourself cigarettes," he said, "and take good care of
your ice-box. It's a very good ice-box, so spacious and shiny." He
nodded to the tall woman. "Very fine," he added, "it is really very
fine, you may have my assurance." She gave a pleased smile and
proceeded to show her visitors to the door.
"You come more often to see us, Zenon," she said as they
stepped out into the street; and then looking at Ciro: "You ~ke
care of this one too."
Ciro and his uncle walked ba~k again through the old section
of town and turned into the street leading to their house. It was
really dark now, \but from a distance Ciro could make out his
aunts
, leaning against the balcony rail, their arms resting on the
brocade cushions. A few minutes more and they were home.
They went up the stairs and were let in.
"You are late for supper, you two," Felipa said. Ciro sat at the
table and helped himself to a piece of the Sunday roast.
The other members of the family took their places around the
table and started to eat.
"It was rather pleasant out," Ciro's uncle said.
"Was the square very crowded?" ,Felipa wanted to know.
"Being Sunday it must have been." eiro was aware of a vague
deference in her bearing..
"There was quite a crowd," Ciro replied; and then frowning,
"the usual one, they are always the same."
When dinner was over, eiro sat on his stool at the far end of
the front balcony. The street was empty now, exc.ept for the
breeze rustling gently about him. He looked up at the summer
sky and then, for a long ~me, he looked down in wonder at the
street, where no noise could be heard.

/
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